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One of the goals of Momoyama Gakuin Daigaku is to “foster citizen’s of the
world”. It follows that English, as a medium of international communication,
should form an important part of that goal. The purpose of this paper is to look
at the development of what is the first experience of English at Momoyama
Gakuin Daigaku for many students : the Language Centre Placement Test.
After establishing the nature of English classes at Momoyama Gakuin
Daigaku, I present a history of the placement test. The next section looks at
the reliability of the current form of the test, based on an item facility and item
discrimination analysis. Finally, I will discuss limitations of the test and the
potential it may have for furthering our goals at the Language Centre.
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The current curriculum has been in place since 2007. At present, eight
credits of Language Centre English classes are compulsory for students in all
faculties. The Faculty of International Studies requires students to cover
these credits in a single academic year, while other students pursue the same
number of credits over two academic years. Classes are divided into A and B
classes, where a Japanese instructor delivers A classes (based on receptive
skills－listening and reading), and non-Japanese instructors deliver B classes
(productive skills). Students take the placement test, and are sorted into
classes based on the results. Students taking classes over two years are re-
allocated at the end of their first year.
History of the test
The Placement Test was, and continues to be, normative rather than crite-
rion referenced. The English ability level of students may vary from year to
year, so the purpose of the test is to place students of similar skill levels in the
same class. The Language Centre curriculum does not test specific grammati-
cal or lexical item mastery, but focuses on broad targets within reading, writ-
ing, listening, and speaking. Hence, a general series of questions from several
linguistic areas are chosen to assess the underlying knowledge of English in
students. These items fit with the range of skills commonly appearing in Lan-
guage Centre classes.
The Language Centre placement test goes back to 2005. Early usage of the
placement test had all the trappings of a high stakes test. Test security was
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very high. All students were required to attend the test at the same time, and
had to arrive at the exam hall well before the start of the test. Four forms of
the test existed, and there were two parts to the test. The first, looking at
structure and reading was 30 minutes long and consisted of 25 multiple choice
items, giving students just over a minute on each item. Following this, a 25
item listening section was employed, also taking about 30 minutes, with each
conversation played twice.
Data on the student reaction to this test is minimal. My personal recollec-
tion of invigilating this test is that some students were falling asleep at their
desk even before the test started. Following the start of the test, more able
students would finish quickly, while less able students would either write
nothing or choose answers randomly simply to finish the test. By the end of
the first part of the test (structure and reading), many students had their head
on the desk, showing every sign of sleeping. The listening section was slightly
more active, as students had to be awake to hear the audio.
A later review of the test focused on two criticisms of the former format.
Firstly, as a high-stakes activity, it created an unnecessarily strict atmosphere.
As indicated above, a good number of students reacted to the pressure simply
by falling asleep－hardly a good precedent to set for a new academic start. In
addition, the test was complicated and labour intensive in administration, re-
quiring booking rooms, finding faculty members to invigilate, and matching ad-
ministrative staff to support each group of faculty members. For many faculty
members, this was the only contact with the Language Centre. A final prob-
lem was that non-attendance among students was becoming an issue, and the
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process had to be repeated for students who were absent, or the students had
to be placed using other means.
In 2008, a “take-home” version of the test was instituted for those entering
the universtiy. The new test looks at grammatical and lexical knowledge in
Part 1, with reading and discourse skills in Part 2. The items consist of
multiple-choice questions with four choices for each item. The test was re-
leased in booklet form, for students to complete on a mark sheet, and return
to the school office when they had finished it. Although the listening section
of the former test was abandoned, it was felt that the skills tested would pro-
vide sufficient data for placing students, and ease the administration for every-
one concerned. In particular, where students do not return the test, they can
be either reminded or invited to attend a session where they are free to go
when the test is complete. In the latter case, no instructors or faculty mem-
bers need be present, and the atmosphere can be more relaxed as a result.
For students entering their second year, the test is now administered in
their regular first year English class towards the end of the second semester.
This again reduces the administrative pressure of organizing testing, and gives
a good return level. Students who miss the test can be invited to make up ses-
sions.
Analysis of the test
In the fall of 2010, the Language Centre lecturers were asked to re-evaluate
the test. It was decided to analyze the test in terms of how the students were
performing, and change items that were not found to be effective.
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Data was gathered from 1642 students, all from the same year. Although
the analysis could be broken down by faculty, it was felt that the test data
should be treated as a single group. This allows a large sample size with which
to analyze the data. In general, the procedure followed here is taken from
Brown (2005).
Analysis was done using a simple spreadsheet, rather than software de-
signed for analysis of the test data, for the simple reasons of availability and
simplicity should others care to check the results. The basic numerical data
from the test is shown in Table 1.
Distribution curves for scores on both sections of the test and overall are
shown in Figures 13. The distribution is roughly evenly distributed, although
a visual check shows some skewing. In part 1 of the test, 12 people scored 22
or more out of 25, and nobody scored a perfect 25. Part 2 fairs a little better,
with a generally flatter distribution. The distribution changes abruptly after 22
points, however. Again, nobody scored full points.
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Table 1. Median, Mode, Mean, and Standard Deviation of
scores on the placement test.
Part 1 Part 2 Total
Median 13.5 12.5 26
Mode 15 13 30
Mean 13.04202192 12.30146163 25.34348356
SD 3.841155981 5.038412865 8.087662427
In addition to analyzing the oveall distribution of scores, an item facility
(IF) analysis was done to identify the relative difficulty of each item. An IF
analysis calculates the percentage of students who get a particular item cor-
rect. Items with nearly 100％ correct answers may be too easy, and items
with almost no correct answers may be too hard. This data is given in Table
2. Although the average item facility was close to 50％ overall, 15 items were
found to be “outliers”. In this case, “oultiers” refers to items with greater than
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Figure 2. Distribution of scores on Part 2









80％ correct or less than 30％ correct, thereby requiring further analysis. As
was to be expected given the distribution of scores, Part 1 contained more
outliers, with a total of 9. Only 6 such outliers were found in Part 2. While the
easiest item was in Part 1, the most difficult question was in Part 2, with just
under 8％ of students getting it correct.
Following IF, items were assessed in terms of their ability to separate high
scoring students and low-scoring students. By breaking the students up into
thirds and comparing the bottom and top thirds, we can also get data about the
relative difficulty of an item. This is an item discrimination (ID) analysis. In
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Table 2. Item facility data for the Placement Test.
Average Item
Facility
Highest IF Lowest IF IF＜0.3 IF＞0.8
Part 1 0.52136336 0.890444309 0.197808886 4 5
Part 2 0.491758977 0.750456482 0.079123554 3 3
Overall 0.506561169 0.890444309 0.079123554 7 8
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general, the number of students getting a particular answer right should be
greater in the higher scoring students. Conversely, there should be fewer stu-
dents getting the item correct in the group comprising the students whose
scores are in the lower third. The percentage of students in the lower third
group who made correct choices was subtracted from the percentage of stu-
dents in the upper third group who similarly made correct choices, Cases
where the difference was less than 30％ were identified. Items under this
level were not automatically discarded, but set aside for review. The average
ID was 36.4％. Examples of problem items are given in Table 3.
Eleven items in Part 1 were reviewed, compared to only four in the Part 2.
Analysis of the content of these items showed them to be common topics that
came up in class. Four items had an ID of less than 10％, and these items
were generally replaced with completely new items. Where poorly performing
distracters were judged to be the reason for the lack of discrimination, items
were modified to render such distracters less problematic.
Reliability and the Standard Error Measurement were calculated using the
Kuder-Richardson 20 formula. Using these formulae, reliability was found to
be 0.85, and the Standard Error Measurement (SEM) was found to be 3.14.
SEM refers to a range of scores the student would get if they took the test
again. Students would, in theory, score within one SEM higher or lower most
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Table 3. Examples of problem items in ID analysis
Example A B C D
IF (Top third) 0.568555759 0.319926874 0.510054845 0.301645338
IF (Lower third) 0.378427788 0.111517367 0.345521024 0.230347349
Item discrimination 0.190127971 0.208409506 0.164533821 0.071297989
of the time.
Discussion of test analysis
Distribution of scores is narrow within each section, particularly in Part 1.
Part 2 generally seems to have a broader distribution than Part 1, reflected in
the Standard Deviation.
The ideal curve for a placement test such as that used in the Language
Centre would be a low bell curve, creating a broad distribution of scores from
roughly 25％ (i.e. the scores created by students using chance alone) to 100％
(students of high ability). The current distribution may be too narrow to be
effective. In practice students are placed according to their faculty, a reality
not shown here. Even with students of the same faculty, however, the differ-
ence in scores between midlevel classes will be extremely small. Perhaps only
a point or two would separate two classes at this level. Classes made up of
students with very high or very low scores, on the other hand, may vary in
ability much more. For all faculties combined, only 33 students scored 41 or
more.
It was felt that the ID was a more useful measure than the IF, although the
IF cannot be ignored. Ideally, average ID should be above 40％ (Ebel, 1979,
in Brown, 2005), but an ID of over 30％ is still “Reasonably good” (p. 75).
By modifying those items that currently have a low ID or abnormal IF, it is
hoped that we can make the test more reliable in its ability to divide students
equitably. Additionally, some items with abnormal scores were left in place.
One early item in the test had a high IF and a low (but positive) ID. The item
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was left as a “warm up” item, to get students started.
The skewing and irregular curve of the distribution give cause to question
the usefulness of reliability scores and the Standard Error Measurement. For
the purpose of the exercise, Cronbach Alpha (0.67) and a Spearman-Brown
prophecy formula (also 0.67) were calculated using a split-half technique. The
scores returned were much lower, indicating a much lower reliability in the
test. These formulae may also be affected by the skewing to a greater extent,
however.
The best result of an investigation such as this would be a test giving a more
normal distribution in the test itself. This can only be achieved with a more
concrete and consistent effort at creating better items that distinguish be-
tween those who have a higher ability and those who don’t. Tasks such as
item discrimination analysis will be key to this goal.
Larger issues within the test
The previous analysis has attempted to get an idea of statistical reliability.
Although the term causes some confusion (Ennis, 2000), it is important for us
to show that the test gives similar results every time. At present, with the
skewing of data, our measurement of reliability is questionable. The first
steps, however, have been taken, and work is necessary to ensure the contin-
ued investment of all stakeholders to maintain this interest. In short, more de-
velopment is needed.
Ennis (2000) also comments that the non-specialist often confuses
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reliability measures for validity measures : that is, does the test measure what
it purports to measure? Because most of the design of the placement test has
been a reverse-engineering project (Davidson & Lynch, 2002), the validity
claim of the test cannot easily be established. Is the test a predictor for suc-
cess in the program? In particular, our curriculum currently has A and B
classes, each of which has differing (though complementary) objectives. How
does the test score relate to actual ability in each different section? Is it pos-
sible that a student may be at one level in A classes and at a different level in
B classes? While it may be the case that the score is a good predictor for both
classes, more evidence is needed to make a good validity claim. The basis of
such a claim would focus closely on the curriculum and assessment for each
class in the program.
Systematic creation of test items is widely discussed in the literature, with
several different approaches available. As an example, Davidson and Lynch
(2002) talk about test specification (or specs), while Bachman and Palmer
(1996) talk about making blueprints for a test. While there are differences in
approaches, sources agree that, although test provision must balance many
needs particular to the institution, the creation of items needs an approach to
ensure quality generally, and reliability and validity in particular. This system-
atic approach is not a reality yet. A firm process is needed to oversee the de-
velopment of the test as part of the curriculum, with clear responsibilities and
deadlines within the process.
In establishing the usefulness of a test, Bachman and Palmer (1996) discuss
the concept of impact. While the current Placement Test is low-stakes in
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terms of result－noone will be denied a place on the program as a result of a
low score－the impact on students and teachers does need to be considered.
Our current SEM of 3 points could move a student up or down, altering a
student’s experience of English classes.
Another aspect of impact concerns the teachers. While it is true that the di-
vision of classes is an administrative function, the person who deals with the
results of the placement decisions is the teacher. Informal systems have been
in place to find misplaced students, but experience “at the chalkface” does not
seem to be entering the placement mechanism. Following a recent change,
the scores are mailed to teachers after the final class lists are prepared, sev-
eral weeks into the semester. As this is well into the time teaching routines
are set, the fit of the placement test may not be considered by teachers. This
removes the judgement of one of the prime stakeholders regarding the efficacy
of the test.
While discussing the role of the teacher and validity claims, it is important
to be clear that there are several things a language-based placement test can-
not measure. A student’s language ability may differ from their performance.
One score cannot predict learners will be disruptive or apathetic, or that stu-
dents will be hardworking and well behaved. At present, classes are divided on
the test alone, and there are a multitude of factors affecting the success of
those classes beyond the test.
Not all classes within the system use the Placement Test. It is not used in
sports classes or in repeaters classes. For repeating students, a computer-
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based placement is used to place them on an independent study track based on
the results of their placement. Placement is criterion referenced here, and fol-
lows a very specific program. Sports students are placed in a class reflecting
needs other than their English language ability, and this is more practical.
Both cases, however, are special cases of placement within the Language
Centre curriculum. Comparison of the three styles of class in terms of place-
ment would be complicated because of the list of factors involved.
A final difference in the current placement mechanism concerns the method
of administration between years. Incoming students are sent the test, and in-
vited to complete the test and return it. Because the result of the test simply
says which students they are of similar ability to, the need to supervise incom-
ing students while taking the test is minimal. ESBJ students reaching the end
of their first year take the placement test a second time. This time, however,
the students take the test as part of their regular ESBJ classes. While the dif-
ference may affect performance over the two tests, all students will share the
experience, making this a reliable approach to the second set of testing. This
would come under Bachman and Palmer’s idea of practicality, another aspect in
their list of six factors relating to the usefulness of a test.
The instructions given usually say the test should be completed in “about 30
minutes”. The extent to which this is enforced, particularly in the second sit-
ting of the test, may have an impact on the result. Brown (2005) lists a set of
features that are non-linguistic which may affect the outcome of a test, such as
heat, light, noise, and so on. It may be that uneven attention to time and the
manner of the teacher setting up the test is also such a factor, and may affect
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the result. It is hoped that more information about the test and the results of
the test will even this factor out.
Conclusion
The current placement instrument is considered to be superior to the for-
mer system with regard to reliability, but there are several factors that could
be improved. More attention needs to be given to creating items with a good
item discrimination score, and a test with higher overall statistical reliability.
In addition, research is needed with regard to how effective teachers perceive
placement to be. Teachers’ positive perceptions of the test may lead to more
active feedback, and this in turn may help improve reliability.
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